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SERVICES FOR INCREASING THE UTILITY 
OF ELECTRONIC WISH LISTS 
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5 Background of the Invention 

Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to electronic catalog systems, and more 
specifically, to processing methods for assisting online users in identifying and 
evaluating items that are on the electronic wish lists of other users. 

10 

Description of the Related Art 

In the field of business-to-consumer commerce, it is common for online stores to 
provide an electronic wish list service. Using such a service, a customer of the online 
store can select products from the store's electronic catalog, and add these products to a 

1 5 personal wish list or gift registry (collectively "wish list"). Typically, a wish list search 
engine is also provided to allow users to search for the wish lists of other users by name 
and/or other criteria. Further, in some systems, the creator of the wish list is prompted 
to enter the email addresses of those to be notified of the wish list, and the service sends 
an email message to these addresses with a link to the wish list. 

20 When a user purchases an item from a wish list of another, the online merchant 

typically ships the item to the wish list owner - typically without revealing the physical 
address or other personal information of the wish list owner to the purchaser. Once the 
product has been purchased, the wish list service typically either removes the purchased 
product from the wish list, or displays an indication that the product has already been 

25 purchased. In the case of gift registries, the service may also indicate the number of 
units requested and the number purchased. 

Summary of the Invention 
One problem with existing wish list services is that users often fail to search for 
30 and view the wish lists of those for whom gifts are to be purchased. For example, a user 
may not know or remember that the target gift recipient has created a wish list. Further, 



the task of searching for the wish list of a target user can sometimes be burdensome, 
particularly if the target user has the same name as other wish list owners. Another 
problem is that existing wish list services generally do not help users remember when to 
purchase gifts for their friends and relatives. As a result of these and other deficiencies, 
5 existing wish list services have limited utility. 

One inventive feature addresses some of the problems with existing wish list 
services by providing a computer-implemented service that automatically notifies a user 
when an item being accessed in an electronic catalog is on a wish list of an "affiliated" 
user (e.g., a friend or relative). In one embodiment, information about affiliations 

10 between individual users is captured and stored within a database associated with an 
online store. A user may specify his or her "affiliates" explicitly (e.g., by completing an 
online form) and/or implicitly (e.g., by purchasing a gift for, or sending an e-card to, 
another user). The online store also provides a wish list service through which users can 
add items from the catalog to personal wish lists, and can purchase items from the wish 

15 lists of others. 

As a user interactively browses the electronic catalog, the user is notified when 
an item being accessed is on a wish list of a friend, family member, or other affiliate of 
that user. In a preferred embodiment, this is accomplished by supplementing item detail 
pages in the catalog with appropriate notification messages, such as "this item appears 

20 on the wish lists of Bob Smith and Mary Johnson." These "wish list notifications" also 
preferably include links to the relevant wish lists. Wish list notifications may 
additionally or alternatively be displayed on other types of pages that include 
descriptions of catalog items, including search results pages, browse node pages, and 
pages that display lists of popular or recommended items. Users are thus informed of 

25 the item preferences of their friends, relatives, or other affiliates during ordinary 

browsing of the online catalog. 

For instance, in one embodiment which does not require any configuration by 
users, when a first user purchases an item from the wish list of a second user, the first 
user's profile is updated to include the second user as a wish list affiliate. Thereafter, 

30 when the first user requests a product detail page of an item on the second user's wish 
list, the page is supplemented with a notification that the item is on the second user's 
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wish list. The notification may also indicate the date the item was added to the wish 
list, and/or the date the wish list was last updated. 

To provide a high degree of performance, the wish lists of a user's affiliates may 
be stored in a cache during the user's browsing session. In such embodiments, as the 
user accesses items in the catalog, the cache (rather than a slower database) is used to 
determine whether the viewed items are on the wish lists of the affiliates. 

Wish list notifications may also be presented when a catalog item being accessed 
is merely similar to an item on the wish list of an affiliate. For example, in one 
embodiment, a pre-existing table of related products is used to determine whether an 
item being viewed is closely related to a product on a with list of an affiliate. If such a 
condition is satisfied, a message is displayed such as "a similar item is on the wish list 
of Bob Smith." 

Another feature of the invention involves incorporating information about the 
known or predicted birthdays, and/or other recurring gift-giving events, of users' 
affiliates into the notification process. In one embodiment, the information about 
known or predicted recurring gift-giving events is used to determine when to provide 
wish list notifications to users. For example, the friends, relatives or other affiliates of a 
user may see wish list notifications about that user only when her known or predicted 
birthday, anniversary, or other annual gift giving event is coming up in less than N days. 
The information about known or predicted special events may also or alternatively be 
used to customize the content of the notifications (e.g., "this item is on the wish list of 
Bob Smith, whose birthday is coming up in 10 days," or "this item is on the wish list of 
Bob Smith, for whom you made a wish list purchase during the same month last year."). 

Another inventive feature involves automatically reminding those affiliated with 
a particular user of a known or predicted gift-giving event of that user. These reminders 
may include links to the wish lists of those whose known or predicted special event 
dates are approaching, and/or may include or provide a link to personalized gift 
recommendations for such users. The reminders are preferably conveyed by email, but 
may also be presented within a web page or other online display, or may be conveyed 
by postal mail. 



In one embodiment of this feature, information is captured in a database when a 
first user makes a wish list purchase, or other gift purchase, for a second user. When the 
anniversary of this purchase approaches, a reminder is transmitted by email to remind 
the first user of the prior purchase, and a link to the second user's wish list is included in 
this reminder email. Personalized gift recommendations may be included in place of or 
in addition to the wish list link. A decision of whether to generate the reminder may 
take into consideration the content of any gift message text entered by the first user, or 
the type of gift wrap selected by the first user, when purchasing the gift for the second 
user. For example, a reminder may be generated only if the gift message text included 
an annual-event-evidencing term such as "birthday" or "anniversary," or may be 
inhibited if the gift message text included a term such as "wedding" or "graduation" 
evidencing a non-annual special event. 

The aforementioned features may be implemented individually or in 
combination within a web site system, an online services network, an interactive 
television system, a system that supports online browsing via telephone by voice, a 
system in which the catalog is accessed from handheld wireless devices, an system in 
which the catalog is viewed on terminals within physical stores, or any other type of 
system that permits users to interactively browse an online catalog. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

Figure 1 illustrates a product detail page as supplemented with a notification in 
accordance with one feature of the invention. 

Figure 2A illustrates a settings page from which a user can create and modify 
settings associated with a wish list notification service. 

Figure 2B illustrates a process by which gift transactions may be used to create 
affiliations between users and deduce annual gift-giving events of users. 

Figure 3 illustrates example components that may be used to provide the 
notification service within the context of a web site. 

Figure 4 illustrates an executable process for supplementing web pages with 
notifications. 



Figure 5 illustrates example content of a reminder email in which a user is 
reminded of a prior gift purchase made for another user, and is provided with a link to 
the wish list of that other user. 

Figure 6 illustrates an executable process for generating reminders of the type 
shown in Figure 5. 

Figure 7 illustrates another executable process for generating reminders of the 
type shown in Figure 5. 

Detailed Description of Illustrative Embodiments 
The following description of illustrative embodiments of the various inventive 
features and services is intended to illustrate, and not limit, the scope of the invention. 
The invention is defined by the appended claims. The various features and process 
steps described herein are preferably embodied within software executed by general 
purpose computers, but may alternatively be embodied within other types of data 
processing systems. 

In the following description, the term "affiliation" and its derivatives refer 
generally to a relationship between users. Depending on the context of use, the terms 
may refer more specifically such a relationship which is reflected within in a data 
repository. The term "wish list affiliation" refers more specifically to a relationship 
which causes a first user to be notified when an item being accessed is on, or in some 
cases is similar to an item on, a wish list of a second user. This type of notification is 
referred to herein as a "wish list notification." 

I. Overview of Wish List Notification Feature 

One feature of the present invention provides a computer-implemented service 
that automatically notifies a user when an item being accessed in an electronic catalog is 
on a wish list of a friend, relative, or other affiliated user. Each user may be permitted 
to explicitly designate his or her wish list affiliates. The wish list affiliations, and other 
types of affiliations, may additionally or alternatively be created automatically in 
response to user actions that imply that an affiliation exists (e.g., when one user 
purchases a gift for another). 



The items included in the electronic catalog may be any type of item that can be 
purchased. For example, the items may include physical products that are shipped to 
customers or picked up at a local store, digital products (e.g., music files or viewable 
content) that are downloaded or transmitted to customers' computing devices, tickets for 
travel or events, services provided to customers, or a combination thereof. Further, the 
catalog may consist of the offerings of a single merchant, may include the items offered 
by a group of merchants (e.g., in an electronic mall system), and/or may include items 
posted for sale by end users of the system (e.g., in an online auction system). 

In the example embodiment illustrated in the drawings, the notification service 
is implemented within a merchant web site system that may be accessed using a 
conventional web browser program. In other embodiments, the service may be 
implemented within a system in which customers access the catalog, create wish lists, 
and make purchases via an interactive television system, an online services network, a 
voice interface, wireless handheld devices, point-of-sale terminals within physical 
stores, or another type of system or device that supports interactive browsing. Although 
the terms "view" and "display" are used herein to refer generally to the process of 
accessing content in the illustrated embodiment, it should be understood that the catalog 
content and/or the associated notifications may be conveyed to users purely audibly. 
Further, although the catalog pages in the illustrated embodiment are web pages, other 
types of page displays may be used, including voiceXML pages, pages formatted for 
display on handheld devices, and pages formatted in accordance with a proprietary 
format of an online services network. 

As is conventional, the merchant web site in the illustrated embodiment includes 
tools for browsing, searching, and purchasing items from the online catalog of items. 
(The term "item" is used herein to refer generally to both the thing that may be 
purchased and a corresponding representation in the electronic catalog, although a more 
specific meaning may be implied by context.) In addition, the web site may provide a 
service for users to post reviews of particular items. 

The web site also includes a wish list service through which users can add items 
from the catalog to personal wish lists, and purchase items from the wish lists of others 
as gifts. In some cases, the wish lists may be in the form of gift registries used for 



weddings and other types of events. Each wish list may typically be viewed on its own, 
respective web page. Although web pages are used in this embodiment to create, 
access, and make purchases from wish lists, any of the aforementioned types of systems 
and devices (as well as others) can generally be used for this purpose. 
5 In the illustrated embodiment, when a recognized user browses or navigates to 

an item detail page (a page dedicated primarily to a particular item) of an item that is on 
a wish list of a wish list affiliate (typically a friend or relative), the detail page is 
dynamically supplemented with a wish list notification message. Figure 1 illustrates a 
sample item detail page 100 of the merchant web site, and illustrates the general form of 

10 a notification message 102 that may be displayed. As is conventional, the detail page 
provides detailed information about a particular item (product) that is available for 
purchase. One such page may be provided for each item in the electronic catalog, 
although a single detail page may encompass a number of variations or formats of the 
same item (e.g., hardcover, paperback, and audio tape versions of the same book title). 

15 As illustrated, each detail page typically includes a description, picture, and a 

price of the corresponding item, and may include one or more textual reviews submitted 
by customers. Various other types of information relating to the item may also be 
displayed, as is known in the art. The detail page 100 in this example also provides a 
button 1 12 for adding the item to a personal shopping cart, and a button 1 14 for adding 

20 the item to a personal wish list. An option may also be provided for purchasing the item 

with a single selection action (not shown). 

In this example, the detail page is supplemented with a notification or message 
102 informing the visitor, Lisa, that the displayed item is on the wish list of one of her 
wish list affiliates, Margaret Smith. Margaret Smith may be a person for whom Lisa 

25 would potentially purchase gift (e.g.. a friend or relative), or may simply be a person 
whose opinion Lisa respects (e.g., as the result of product reviews posted by Margaret). 
The notification may assist Lisa in deciding whether to purchase the item for herself, for 
Margaret, and/or for another person. The message 102 in this example includes a link 
118 to Margaret Smith's wish list. As described separately below, a notification may 

30 also be displayed when the item being viewed is "similar" to an item on a wish list of an 
affiliate. 
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In some embodiments (not illustrated), the message 102 may also indicate the 
date the item was added to the wish list, and/or the date the wish list was last updated. 
These dates may be indicated either explicitly (e.g., "on May 24, 1999") or implicitly 
(e.g., "20 days ago"). 

While viewing the notification message 102 in this example, Lisa can select a 
link 1 16 to purchase the item from the wish list of Margaret Smith. In one embodiment, 
selection of this link 116 has the same effect as selecting a conventional "add to cart" 
link from Margaret Smith's wish list (i.e., the item is added to Lisa's shopping cart as a 
gift for Margaret). If Lisa thereafter purchases the item from her shopping cart, the item 
would be shipped to an address pre-specified by Margaret Smith (assuming the item is a 
physical product). The detail page could additionally or alternatively provide an option 
for the visitor to complete the wish list purchase without first adding the item to a 
shopping cart - such as by using a single-action ordering feature of the type described in 
U.S. Patent No. 6,960,411. Further, the visitor may be required to view the affiliate's 
wish list before making the purchase. 

When the displayed item is on the wish lists of multiple wish list affiliates of the 
visitor, separate messages 102 and/or links 116, 118 may be displayed for each such 
friend, relative, or other affiliate. 

Notification messages of the type depicted in Figure 1 may additionally or 
alternatively be presented within other types of pages that display information about 
specific items, including pages that display multiple items per page (in which case 
separate notifications may be displayed for each such item). For instance, when a user 
conducts an online search and one of the search result items is on a wish list of an 
affiliate, the search results page may be supplemented with a more concise notification, 
such as the message "On Margaret Smith's wish list!" displayed together with the 
item's description. Similar notifications may be displayed within pages associated with 
predefined categories or groups of products (e.g., browse node pages), pages that 
display personal recommendations, and pages that display other lists of items (e.g., 
"best seller" lists and purchase history lists). 

The task of supplementing pages with notification messages is preferably 
performed at page rendering time. Specifically, when a user requests a notification- 



enabled page that displays an item, a determination is made whether that item is on the 
wish lists of any affiliates of that user. For each such affiliated customer wish list on 
which the item appears, a message is generated and added to the web page. To provide 
a high degr ee of performance, the wish lists of a user's affiliates may be maintained in a 
5 cache memory throughout all or a portion of the user's browsing session. 

As will be apparent, any of a variety of alternative methods may be used to 
notify the online user that an item being accessed is on a wish list of an affiliated user 
For instance, special icons or highlighting may be added to the displayed item 
descriptions or pages to conserve screen space. In addition, the notification messages 

10 may be presented within pop-up windows or dialog boxes, or may be displayed within 
separate frames. Further, the notifications may be presented audibly using pre-recorded 
or synthesized voice. 

Further, the form or content of the notifications may be dependent upon the type 
of affiliation established between the users. For instance, in one embodiment, when the 

15 affiliate is merely a "favorite reviewer" of the visitor (as opposed to an actual 
acquaintance), the option 116 to purchase the item for the affiliate may be omitted from 
the notification. Further, as described separately below, the notifications 102 may 
include information about upcoming birthdays or other recurring gift-giving events 
associated with the wish list affiliates, and/or may be generated or inhibited based on 

20 whether such events are approaching. 

IL Creation of Affiliations 

Figure 2A illustrates an example settings page 200 as displayed to a hypothetical 
user, referred to herein as "User A." From this page, User A can explicitly create wish 

25 list affiliations (and other types of affiliations) with other users, and can specify 
configuration options for having wish list affiliates added automatically. Although a 
settings page or area is used in this example, the service may be implemented in 
accordance with the invention without requiring users to go through a setup process. In 
addition, the wish list notification service may be provided without the additional 

30 services depicted in Figure 2 A. 
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As illustrated in Figure 2A, the setup page displays a list 202 of the user's 
"Favorite People" (two shown in this example). Adjacent to the name of each favorite 
person is a set of radio buttons for specifying whether each such person is a "Wish List 
Buddy," a "Favorite Reviewer" and a "Shared Purchases Buddy," as summarized in 
Table 1. Examples of methods and services relating to the submission of product 
reviews and the sharing of purchases are described in U.S. Appl. Nos. 09/715,850 and 
09/715,929, both filed on November 17, 2000, the disclosures of which are hereby 
incorporated by reference. 



Relationship 


Service Provided 


User B is a Wish List Buddy of User A 


User A is notified when an item being 
viewed by User A is on the wish list of 
UserB 


User B is a Favorite Reviewer of User A 


When User B submits a review, User A is 
notified of the submission by email 


User B is a Shared Purchases Buddy of 
User A 


User B is given access to User A's "About 
You" area, which includes a listing of any 
items that have both (i) been purchased by 
User A and (ii) been designated by User A 
as "shared" 



TABLE 1 



The setup page 200 also provides options for User A to add and delete Favorite 
People. In addition, check boxes 204 are provided for specifying whether a person 
should be automatically added as a Wish List Buddy of User A (a) when User A 
purchases a gift for that person, and (b) when that person purchases a gift for User A. 
Selection of a "save changes" button causes the settings to be recorded within User A's 
profile within a user database 324 (Figure 3), which may be any type of data repository. 

The setup page may also include an option (not shown) to enter the birthdays, 
anniversaries, or other recurring gift-giving events of the wish list buddies. Information 
about users' birthdays and anniversaries may also or alternatively be deduced or 
inferred based on gift purchases made for such users (see Figure 2B), or electronic cards 
(e-cards) send to such users. As described below, the information about the explicitly 
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entered or inferred special events may be used for one or more of the following: (1) to 
customize a wish list notification 102 with information about the upcoming birthday or 
other event of a wish list affiliate (see subsection V below); (2) to determine when wish 
list notifications 102 associated with a particular affiliate should be displayed (see 
subsection VII below); (3) to proactively generate special event reminders (e.g., by 
email), which may include links to the wish lists of the users whose events are 
approaching and/or recommendations for such users (see subsection VHI below). 

As will be apparent from the forgoing, any of a variety of additional methods 
may be used for forming wish list affiliations between users. For instance, rather than 
allowing each User A to explicitly designate his or her wish list affiliates, users in one 
or more of the following categories (and others) may automatically be treated as User 
A's wish list affiliates: (a) User A's Favorite Reviewers; (b) User A's Shared Purchases 
Buddies, (c) all users listed in User A's online address book; (d) users belonging to an 
online community of which User A is a member, (e) users for whom User A has made 
wish list and/or other gift purchases (see example in Figure 2B); (f) users who have 
made wish list and/or other gift purchases for User A; (g) users to whom User A has 
sent, and/or from whom User A has received, an e-card; (h) contacts of User A whose 
birthdays are known or predicted to be coming up within a predetermined time interval 
(as discussed separately below); and (i) users selected by User A for purposes of 
promotions, referrals, or other services provided by the online store. These methods 
may also be used to form other types of affiliations, including affiliations for purposes 
of sending event reminders (discussed below). The specific methods and criteria used 
to form wish list affiliations may be selected based on the nature, and any preexisting 
community-related features, of the particular online store or system. 

Users may also be permitted to designate other users as affiliates from other 
pages of the merchant web site. For instance, when User A views the wish list page, or 
another personal page, associated with User B, an option may be presented for User A 
to add User B as a wish list affiliate. Users may also be permitted to create explicit or 
implicit affiliations through actions performed on partner web sites (e.g., other web sites 
that are part of the same network of online stores). In addition, as mentioned above, an 
option may be provided for a user to specify, for each wish list affiliate, whether the 
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notification messages should include an option 116 to purchase the displayed item for 
that affiliate. In one embodiment, once a user has one or more wish list affiliates, the 
user can navigate to a customized page that includes links to the wish lists of these 
affiliates. 

5 Although the wish list affiliates are individuals in the foregoing examples, 

affiliate may, in some cases, be a group of individuals, such as a couple that has created 
a wedding gift registry or a group of family members that share an account. Further, in 
systems that allow a single user to have multiple wish lists, an option may be provided 
to select a specific wish list with which to create the affiliation. 

10 Figure 2B illustrates an example process by which affiliations may be created 

between users as the result of online gift purchases. This process may be used as the 
sole method by which wish list affiliations are formed, or may be used in combination 
with any of the methods described above. In this example, gift purchase events are also 
used to infer the date and type of a special event associated with the gift recipient, such 

15 as a birthday or anniversary. 

The process of Figure 2B is executed in response to a first user ("User A") 
purchasing a gift online for a second user ("User B"). It is assumed in this example that 
the gift purchaser is given the option to enter a gift message, and to select a gift wrap, as 
is conventional. As depicted in block 210, in response to the gift purchase, User A's 

20 profile is updated to include User B as a wish list affiliate of User A. This step may be 
contingent upon one or more of the following: (1) whether User B has a wish list; (2) 
whether the purchase was made from User B's wish list; (3) User A's configuration 
settings; (4) whether the gift is likely for an annual event, as evidenced by the gift 
message entered by User A and/or the gift wrap selected by User A (as discussed 

25 below). As depicted by block 212, User B's profile may similarly be updated to add 

User A as an affiliate. 

III. Inferred Special Events 

As depicted by block 214, the details of the gift transaction, such as the purchase 
30 date, purchaser, the text of the gift message entered (if any) by the purchaser, the type of 
gift wrap used, etc. may be added to User B's profile for purposes of predicting or 
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inferring gift-giving events associated with User B. As depicted by block 216, this gift 
transaction data, and any previously recorded transaction data for other gifts purchased 
for User B (by User A and/or others), may then be analyzed to predict the timing and/or 
type of one or more annual gift-giving events (birthday, anniversary, etc.) associated 
with User B. As part of this process, the text of the associated gift message(s) may be 
analyzed to search for words such as "birthday" and "anniversary" that evidence annual 
gift-giving events, and to search for terms such as "wedding" and "graduation" that 
evidence non-annually-occurring events. Other parameters, such as the type of gift 
wrap selected, may also be considered. The analysis of the gift transaction data may 
additionally or alternatively comprise using the transaction dates to detect (1) gift 
purchases that occurred at about the same time in different years, and (2) brief periods 
in which User B received more gifts than usual. 

As depicted in block 218, if the analysis of the gift transaction data renders an 
annual event prediction with a sufficiently high level of confidence, User B's profile is 
updated to indicate the predicted date, and if applicable the predicted type, of each such 
special event. A set of rules may be used for this purpose. For instance, a rule may 
specify that IF (no birthday is currently known for user) AND (a gift purchase for user 
is made containing message text "birthday" or with birthday gift wrap selected), THEN 
set user's predicted birthday date to the delivery date of the gift. 

In systems which provide electronic greeting card services, similar methods to 
those of Figure 2B may be used to create affiliations, and/or infer special event dates, 
based on greeting card transactions. For example, when User A sends an electronic 
birthday card to User B, a unidirectional or bi-directional affiliation may automatically 
be created between the two users. In addition, User B's profile may be updated to set 
the estimated birthday date to the e-card's delivery date. 

In some embodiments, non-recurring special events inferred by the above and 
other methods may also be recorded and used for personalization services. For instance, 
if an affiliation exists between Users A and B, and User B sets up a wedding registry 
specifying the date of the wedding, an event reminder may be sent to User A (and others 
affiliated with User B) a few weeks before the wedding. This reminder may be sent by 
email, postal mail or a web page, and may include a link to User B's wedding registry. 
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IV. Example Components and Operation 

Figure 3 illustrates a set of components that may be used to provide the 
notification service within the context of a typical merchant web site system 300. The 
5 web site system 300 can be accessed remotely via the Internet 302 from a PC 304, PDA 
308, or other type of computing device that runs a browser program. In some 
embodiments, special versions of the web site's pages may also be accessed by voice 
from a conventional telephone 306. 

The web site system 300 includes a web server 310, a database of HTML 

10 (hypertext markup language) content 312, a set of "service components" 314 (three of 
which are shown), a products database 322, a user database 324, and a cache 326 - all of 
which may be implemented using general purpose computers and associated software. 
In one embodiment, a related items table 340 is also provided to permit notifications to 
be displayed on detail pages of items that are merely related to those on the affiliates' 

15 wish lists, as described separately in subsection V below. 

The HTML database 312 contains, among other things, the basic HTML 
documents used to generate item detail pages, search result pages, browse node pages, 
and other types of pages that may be displayed during the course of a browsing session. 
This database may also include voiceXML versions of some or all of the web site's 

20 pages to support browsing by voice. The products database 322 contains data related to 
the products in the online electronic catalog 300. Data such as price, product 
descriptions, and customer reviews are stored in the product database 322 as is known 
in the art. The user database 324 stores information about registered users. The 
information stored for a given user may include, for example, the user's wish list 

25 (typically stored as a list of product or item IDs, and optionally the date each item was 

added), affiliations with other users, notification settings, and various types of account 
information (usernames, passwords, shipping addresses, payment information, etc.). 

The web server 310 accesses the service components 314 in response to page 
requests from users. The service components 314 include, among other things, a search 

30 engine 316, a wish list application 318, an affiliation and special event detection/capture 
component 319, and a notifications component 320. In one embodiment, the search 
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engine 316 provides users with the ability to search for products in the products 
database, and to search for other users and their wish lists. 

The wish list application 318 provides users with the ability to create electronic 
wish lists using methods that are known in the art. Using this application in a preferred 
5 embodiment, a user can create a personal wish list, add items to the wish list, delete 

items from the wish list, and specify criteria for making the wish list searchable by 
others. In some embodiments, the wish list application 318 allows the user to specify a 
desired number of units of each item. 

The affiliation and special event detection/capture component 319 includes 
10 functionality for detecting affiliation-creating events (explicit and/or implicit), and for 
recording the affiliations in the user database 324. This component 319 may also 
f ^ include functionality for detecting and recording information about predicted and/or 

■ 

explicitly-specified annual gift-giving events of users, as described above. The 
y| functionality of this component 3 1 9 may correspond to that of Figures 2 A and/or 2B. 

r]| 15 In one embodiment, the notifications component 320 is responsive to requests 

vt from recognized users for item detail pages, and/or other types of pages, by determining 

s „ whether a displayed item is on a wish list of an affiliated user, and if so, augmenting or 

0| supplementing the page with a notification message 102. The notifications component 

320 may be invoked, for example, when a requested page includes coding specifying 
20 that it is capable of displaying wish list notifications, or when the URL of the requested 

page satisfies certain criteria. Information about which pages are capable of displaying 
wish list notifications may also be specified within a look-up table or other data 
repository. The notifications component 320 may also be responsible for generating 
proactive special event notifications as described in subsection VIIL 
25 As illustrated in Figure 3, the notifications component 320 may access a cache 

memory 326 to retrieve the wish lists of the affiliated users. For example, in one 
embodiment, when a recognized user enters the web site (or performs another 
predefined action such as logging in or accessing a detail page), the wish lists of the 
user's wish list affiliates, if any, are retrieved from the user database 324 and loaded 
30 into the cache 326. Throughout the subsequent browsing session, the notifications 

component 320 accesses the cache, as needed, to determine whether the viewed items 
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are on these wish lists. Other information about the recognized user may also be 
maintained in the cache 326, such as information used for other personalization 
services. The cache 326 may alternatively be omitted, in which case the determination 
may be made by performing a database look up. 
5 Figure 4 illustrates an example process by which web pages, or other types of 

pages, may be generated and supplemented using the notifications component 320. The 
process begins when the web server 310 receives a request for a notification-enabled 
page, such as a product detail page, that displays information about a particular item or 
set of items. In response to the request, the web server 310 attempts to identify the 
10 visitor using cookies, a pre-assigned session ID, and/or another appropriate method 

(block 402). In addition, as depicted in block 404, the web server retrieves the catalog 
data for the item or items to be displayed on the requested page. This data may include 
descriptive content read from the HTML and products databases 312, 322. As part of 
yj this process, the page may be customized for the particular visitor as in known in the art. 

rj ) 15 If the visitor is unrecognized (block 406), a default version of the page may be returned. 

If the visitor is recognized, the notifications component 320 determines whether 
* the visitor has any wish list affiliates, and retrieves the wish list (if one exists) of each 

1| such affiliate (block 408). As depicted in block 410 and described in the following 

*l subsection, the notification component may also supplement these wish lists, for 

*f 20 purposes of determining whether to supplement the page, with items that are similar or 
related to the actual wish list items. 

As depicted in block 412, the notification component also determines whether 
the item or items represented on the page is/are on any of these wish lists. In some 
cases, this determination (block 412) is made only with respect to certain items 
25 represented on the page, and not others. For instance, when a product detail page is 

viewed, the determination may be made only for the product featured on that page, and 
not for other products that may also be listed on the page. If an item is found on a wish 
list of a wish list affiliate, the page is supplemented with one or more notification 
messages 102 as described above (block 414) and then returned to the visitor. 
30 Otherwise, the page is returned without the addition of a notification 1 02. 
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As indicated above, the process depicted in blocks 408-412 may involve the use 
of a cache 326, which may be implemented within the solid state RAM of a physical 
server (or other machine) , on disk drive storage, or using a combination of disk and 
RAM caching. For instance, in one embodiment, when the page is requested, the 
5 notifications component 320 initially determines whether an entry exists in the cache 
326 for the recognized visitor. As depicted in Figure 3, each such entry preferably 
includes a user ID together with the wish lists of any wish list affiliates. If an entry 
exists in the cache, a determination is made whether the displayed item or items is/are 
on any of the wish lists in that entry. Otherwise, the user database 324 is accessed to 
10 look up, and to retrieve the wish lists of, the affiliates of the visitor. The information 
read from the user database is used both to create a new entry to store in the cache, and 
to make the determinations of block 412. Each entry may be maintained in the cache 
for a predefined period of time (e.g., 10 minutes) from its creation or last access. 

15 V. Extension of Notification Service to Related Items 

One optional extension to the wish list notification service is to also notify the 
visitor when an item that is related or "similar" to the displayed item is on a wish list of 
an affiliate. For instance, when a visitor accesses a detail page associated with a 
particular brand and model of MP3 player, the page may be supplemented to indicate 

20 that an MP3 player of another brand/model is on the wish list of an affiliate. The 
notification text used in this event may explicitly indicate that the item on the affiliate's 
wish list is related to the displayed item. 

To implement this feature, the web site system preferably includes a "related 
items" table 340 (Figure 3) that maps individual items from the products database 322 

25 to respective sets of related items. This table may be used to effectively supplement the 

retrieved wish lists, as depicted in block 410, with items similar to those on the wish 
lists. For instance, for each wish list item, the table may be accessed to identify the N 
(e.g., 3) most similar items, and these similar items may be recorded in the cache in 
association with the actual wish list items to which they correspond. 

30 The related items table 340 may be obtained from an external source, or may be 

derived from product descriptions and/or product classifications stored in the products 
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database 322. Further, the table may be generated based on an automated, collective 
analysis of the browsing histories of a population of users. For example, in one 
embodiment, an off-line executable process periodically analyzes the browsing histories 
of a population of users to identify related items, as described in U.S. Patent No. 
5 6,266,649 and in U.S. Patent Application No. 09/821,712 filed March 29, 2001, the 

disclosures of which are hereby incorporated by reference. The metrics used to determine 
whether two items, A and B, are similar may include one or more of the following 
metrics: (a) the frequency with which users who viewed A during a browsing session also 
viewed B during the same browsing session; (b) the frequency with which users who 

10 purchased A also purchased B; (c) the frequency with which users who added A to their 
respective shopping carts also added B to their shopping carts; (d) the frequency with 
which users who added A to their respective wish lists also added B to their wish lists. 

In one embodiment, the task of determining whether the accessed item is similar to 
items on the wish lists of the wish list affiliates ("similarity determination") is invoked 

15 only if the displayed item itself is not on the wish list of any wish list affiliate of the 
visitor. In another embodiment, the similarity determination is performed only with 
respect to those wish lists on which the displayed item itself is not found. In yet another 
embodiment, the similarity determination is performed for each affiliate wish list, 
regardless of whether the accessed item is on a wish list of an affiliate. In each of these 

20 three cases, if it is determined that the accessed item is similar to an affiliate's wish list 

item, the visitor is so notified. 



VI. Customizing Pages Based on Visitor's Own Wish List 

Another extension, which is not depicted in Figure 4, is to customize the requested 

25 page based on whether the item being viewed is on the visitor's own wish list. In one 

embodiment, the page is so customized by displaying a button, link, or other option to 
remove the item from the wish list. For instance, in the example of Figure 1, the "add to 
wish list" button 114 may simply be changed to a "remove from your wish list" button. 
Alternatively, the page may simply be supplemented with a message such as "this item is 

30 currently on your wish list." Further, the visitor may be notified when the displayed item 
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is merely similar to an item on his or her own wish list, as may be determined using the 
same similarity determination process as described above. 



VII. Use of Known or Predicted Dates of Recurring Gift Giving Events 
5 Another extension, which may be implemented alone or in combination with 

those of subsections V and VI above, is to incorporate known and/or predicted 
information about recurring gift-giving events (e.g., birthdays) into the wish list 
notification service. For instance, as indicated above, users may be given the option to 
specify the birthdays, anniversaries and/or other recurring events of their wish list 
10 affiliates (and possible other classes of users) through a setup page of the online store. 

This information may then be used in a variety of ways to assist users in buying gifts for 
those whose recurring events are approaching. The date of a user's birthday or other 
special gift giving event may also be predicted by the system as described above, and as 
further described in U.S. Patent Appl. No. 09/552,128, filed April 19, 2000, the 



rij 1 5 disclosure of which is hereby incorporated by reference. 



In one embodiment, when it is determined in block 412 (Figure 4) that a 
displayed item is on a wish list of a wish list affiliate, an additional look-up is 
performed to determine whether a known or predicted recurring (annual) event of the 
affiliate falls within a predetermined time period, such as the next two months. When it 

20 does, the notification 102 is augmented with information about that recurring event. For 
example, the notification may include the text "the item you are viewing is on the wish 
list of Bob Johnson, whose birthday is in 12 days," or "the item you are viewing is on 
the wish list of Bob Johnson, for whom you purchased a gift on July 22 of last year." 

The known or predicted recurring event data may also be used to identify the 

25 visitor's wish list affiliates in block 408 of Figure 4. Specifically, a user who is 
affiliated generally with the visitor may be treated as a wish list affiliate only when a 
recurring or non-recurring special event of that user is coming up within a 
predetermined time period (e.g., 3 months). With this method, a visitor's wish list 
affiliates change automatically over time. This method of identifying wish lists 

30 affiliates may, for example, be used by default for affiliates whose dates have been 
entered into the system, and/or may be provided as a configuration option. 
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For example, in one embodiment, a first user is automatically treated as a wish 
list affiliate of a second user when the anniversary of a previous gift purchase by the 
first user for the second user is approaching. For instance, if User A buys a gift for User 
B on September 1, 2000, User B may automatically be treated as a wish list affiliate of 
5 User A during a selected time interval (e.g., one month) which encompasses September 

1, 2001. This association between Users A and B may continue for as long as User A 
continues purchasing gifts for User B on or around September 1. 

VIII. Event Reminder Services 
10 Another feature, which may be implemented alone or in combination with those 

described in the preceding subsections, involves generating automatic gift-giving event 
m reminders based on the known or inferred special event data of users. The reminders are 

W preferably conveyed by electronic mail, but may alternatively be presented within a web 

yj page or other online display. Each reminder preferably includes a link to the wish list of 

m 15 the person whose known or predicted special event date is approaching (if such a wish 
J! list exists), and/or a set of personalized gift recommendations for that person. 

^ Figure 5 illustrates an example of an email-based reminder that may be 

Ol generated by the event reminder service. In this example, Lisa, the recipient of the 

PI reminder, previously purchased a gift item from Bob Smith's wish list on January 25, 

W 20 2000. Because the anniversary of that purchase event is approaching (e.g., is within a 

selected time interval, such as 10, 20 or 50 days), the reminder service has automatically 
generated an email to Lisa reminding her of the possible recurring event associated with 
Bob. This email includes a selectable link 502 to Bob's wish list, which may be 
selected to retrieve the corresponding wish list page. In another embodiment, the wish 
25 list is bodily incorporated into the email. In the case of known or predicted annual 

event dates, the email may specifically identify the event that is approaching (e.g., "Bob 
Smith's birthday is coming up - click here to view Bob's wish list."). The email may 
also or alternatively include a list of gift recommendations for Bob, or a link to such a 
list. 

30 Figure 6 illustrates an example process that may be used to generate event 

reminders of the type shown in Figure 5. This process may be run periodically for each 
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user ("target user") who has one or more affiliates. The types or classes of affiliations 
recognized for purposes of generating the reminders may, but need not be, the same as 
those used for generating wish list notifications 102. As depicted in blocks 602 and 
604, the process initially looks up the target user's affiliates, and then determines 
5 whether any of these users either (1) has a known or predicted special event approaching 
(e.g., coming up within a selected number of days), or (2) was the recipient of a gift 
from the target user at approximately the same time last year. As depicted in block 606, 
for each affiliate that satisfies (1) and/or (2), a reminder message is generated for the 
target user. This reminder may include the name of the affiliated user, the date of the 

10 prior purchase (if applicable), and the predicted or known date and type of the special 
event (if applicable). In addition, as illustrated in Figure 5, if the affiliate has a wish 
list, a link to this wish list is generated and inserted into the message text, together with 
the date this wish list was last updated. 

As depicted in block 608, a list of personalized gift recommendations for the 

15 affiliate, or a link to such recommendations, may also be inserted. For example, in one 

embodiment, if the affiliate does not have a wish list, a set of personal gift 
recommendations for the affiliate is generated and inserted into the email in place of the 
link to the wish list. The recommendations may be derived from the affiliate's purchase 
history, and/or other information known about the affiliate, using the methods described 

20 in U.S. Patent No. 6,266,649. In another embodiment, the gift recommendations are 
generated and inserted even if the affiliate has a wish list (in which case the wish list 
itself may be used to derive the recommendations using the methods set forth in the 
£ 649 patent). 

As depicted in block 610, each such reminder is then conveyed to the target user 
25 - preferably by email, but alternatively within a customized web page (e.g., the home 

page of the online store) or other display. Multiple reminders may be aggregated within 
an email or web page. 

Reminders of the type illustrated in Figure 5 may also be generated in 
embodiments in which no information is stored about affiliations between users or 
30 special events of users. Figure 7 illustrates one example of a reminder generation 
process that may be used in such embodiments. In this example, the process is executed 
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once per day for each user of the system having a purchase history. The purchase 
history may, in some embodiments, reflect purchases made from partner stores or web 
sites. As depicted by block 702, the user's purchase history is initially searched to 
determine whether the user purchased a gift X days ago, where X is a number such as 
5 350 which corresponds to a selected time interval before the anniversary of the purchase 
date. The scope of the search may optionally be restricted to purchases from wish lists, 
and/or purchases for which the gift message text or gift wrap evidences that the gift was 
for an annual event. As depicted in block 704, for each identified purchase, a reminder 
is generated listing the gift recipient ("recipient") and the date of the prior purchase (as 

10 in Figure 5). If the recipient has a wish list, a link to this wish list is generated and 
inserted into the message text (as in Figure 5), together with the date this wish list was 
last updated. As depicted in block 706, personalized gift recommendations for the 
recipient (which may be generated as described above), or a link to such 
recommendations, may also be inserted. As depicted in block 708, each reminder is 

15 then transmitted to the user by email, or is displayed to the user during the next visit to 

the online store. 

The methods depicted in Figures 6 and 7 and described above may also be used 
to generate and send physical promotional materials to users. For instance, N days 
before the known or predicted special event of a user, a flyer or card may be printed and 
20 sent by postal mail to the affiliates of that user. The flyer or card may include the event 
date and type, may include the URL or other identifier of the user's wish list (if one 
exists), and/or may include a personalized set of gift recommendations for the user. 



IX. Notifications of Wish List Modifications 

25 Yet another feature that may be embodied within the online store, either alone or 

in combination with the features described in the foregoing subsections, is a service for 
notifying users when their affiliates make changes to their respective wish lists. In one 
embodiment, when a user adds a new item to his or her wish list, the user database 324 
is accessed to determine whether this user is affiliated with any other users. If so, an 

30 email is sent to such other users providing a link to the updated wish list and indicating 
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that the wish list has been changed. The notifications may alternatively be presented to 
the other users within web pages when such users subsequently access the online store. 

X Gift Registry and Auction Systems 

One type of system in which the wish list notification service may be embodied 
is an electronic gift registry system used by retailers with physical stores. The 
electronic catalog in such a system is commonly browsed via an in-store terminal, 
although some retailers also permit remote browsing via a web site. In such a system, 
the shopper may be permitted to select one or more gift registries for purposes of 
establishing wish list affiliations, and may thereafter browse the merchant's catalog. 
When a description is displayed of an item that is on one of the designated gift 
registries/wish lists, a notification 102 is displayed as set forth above. In some 
embodiments, this notification may indicate a quantity of the item remaining within in 
the registry (e.g., "10 requested, 5 have been purchased). 

Event reminder services of the type described in subsection VIE may also be 
embodied within such a gift registry system. For instance, as described in subsection 
III, if an affiliation exists between Users A and B, and User B sets up a wedding registry 
specifying the date of the wedding, an event reminder may be sent to User A (and others 
affiliated with User B) a few weeks before the wedding. 

Another type of system in which the wish list notification service may be used is 
an online auction system. In such a system, the notifications 102 may be presented on 
auction item detail pages in the same manner as set forth above. 

XI. Contact Management Systems 

The various features described above may also be implemented in the context of 
a networked electronic contact management system of the type described in U.S. Patent 
No. 6,269,369. In such a system, users establish affiliations with other users for 
purposes of sharing personal information. Once two users establish an affiliation, each 
may specify the items of personal information (phone number, address, birthday, etc.) 
the other may access. A user of the system may view the information of his or her 
affiliates or "contacts" through a virtual address book interface. 
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In such a system, some or all of a user's contacts may be treated as affiliates for 
purposes of generating wish list notifications and/or special event reminders. For 
example, a user may be permitted to designate which contacts are to be treated as wish 
list affiliates; or this determination may be made automatically based on the associated 
access permissions granted. Further, when a first user is notified of an upcoming event 
of a second user, the notification may include a link to the second user's wish list, if one 
exists. 

XII. Conclusion 

Although the various inventive features and services have been described in 
terms of certain preferred embodiments, other embodiments that are apparent to those of 
ordinary skill in the art, including embodiments which do not provide all of the benefits 
and features set forth herein and do not address all of the problems set forth herein, are 
also within the scope of this invention. Accordingly, the scope of the present invention 
is defined only by reference to the appended claims. 
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